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Abstract

Abstract: Electronic portfolios [ePortfolios] are a recent addition to the
language of higher education. Commencing with a summary of their role
from EDUCAUSE, whose mission is to advance higher education by
promoting the intelligent use of information technology, the distinctive
characteristics of ePortfolios are outlined and salient differences from
conventional portfolios in terms of process and outcomes are explored.
Having considered the attributes of a mature ePortfolio, the paper focuses
on pedagogical and technological issues for students and staff to move to
mature ePortfolios. While accepting the valuable role ePortfolios can play in
higher education, and that students increasingly come to the tertiary sector
with expectations and experience that appear to warrant this approach, the
paper concludes that decision making in this area is not yet adequately
supported by research. Educators need to be open to the promise ePortfolios
offer their students and staff but be aware of the implications for their
adoption.

Résumé: Les portfolios électroniques ont récemment fait leur apparition
dans le langage de I'enseignement supérieur. En débutant avec un sommaire
de leur rOle selon EDUCAUSE dont la mission est de promouvoir
I’'enseignement supérieur en encourageant [utilisation intelligente de la
technologie de l'information (traduction), les caractéristiques distinctes des
portfolios électroniques sont soulignées et on examine les différences
importantes par rapport aux portfolios classiques en terme de processus et
de résultats. Aprés avoir examiné les caractéristiques d’un portfolio
électronique a maturité, I'article met I'accent sur les questions pédagogiques
et technologiques pour les étudiants et les employés qui doivent passer a
des portfolios électroniques a maturité. Bien qu’il admette le role important
que les portfolios électroniques peuvent jouer dans I'enseignement supérieur
et que les étudiants arrivent de plus en plus souvent au secteur tertiaire
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avec des attentes et de I'expérience qui semblent appuyer cette méthode,
I'article conclut que la prise de décision dans ce domaine n’est pas encore
adéquatement appuyée par la recherche. Les pédagogues doivent s’ouvrir
aux promesses que les portfolios électroniques offrent a leurs étudiants et
employés mais aussi connaitre les répercussions de leur adoption.

Introduction

Individuals and institutions are often asked to provide a record of their accomplishments,
whether to show progress in mastering a field or to document educational outcomes. E-
portfolios have emerged as a valuable online tool that learners, faculty, and institutions
can use to collect, store, update, and share information. E-portfolios allow students to
reflect on their learning, communicate with instructors, document credentials, and provide
potential employers with examples of their work. Faculty use teaching e-portfolios to
easily capture and share teaching and learning methods, both to advance pedagogy and
for promotions and tenure. Colleges and universities use institutional e-portfolios to
provide accessible, persistent collections of data, analyses, and samples of student and
faculty achievement that demonstrate institutional success. (EDUCAUSE, 2005, 1)

The Distinctive Characteristics of ePortfolios

Paper-based conventional portfolios have been part of the approach to some disciplines for
decades (for example, the art or financial portfolio) but it is only within the last few years
that the ‘e’ component has been introduced. While there are obvious connections and
comparabilities as an ePortfolio is, after all, a portfolio, there are salient differences.

The Issue of Definition

In the early 1990s Arter and Spandel (1992) contended that “portfolio” had become a
popular buzzword with lack of clarity in terms of meaning or implication. In the next
decade a quite extensive literature characterised portfolios in a range of ways with
differing emphases and forms. However, with the recent emergence of terms like
“webfolios”, “webPortfolios” and their connection with blogging/weblogging and wikis there
are new claims that terms are being used haphazardly and interchangeably and renewed
calls for clear definition (Fitch, 2004). As recently as mid-2004 Greenberg (2004)
contended that we are still working towards a common definition for electronic portfolios,
or ePortfolios.

Elsewhere (Challis, 2003, p. 93) I defined portfolios for tertiary educators as:

e (1) selective and structured collections of information about a teacher’s practice
e (2) gathered for specific purposes and showing/evidencing one’s accomplishments
¢ (3) in the context of one’s teaching philosophy/ethos.

Reconsidering this description in the broader context of portfolios for learning within the
sector, hence including portfolios for students, while there would be some necessary
rewording the essence remains constant. How would this change when the subject
becomes electronic portfolios?



For some there would be no change: “A portfolio, electronic or paper, is simply an
organized collection of completed work” (Batson, 2002, 92). The American National
Learning Infrastructure Initiative (2003) defined an electronic portfolio as

a collection of authentic and diverse evidence, drawn from a larger archive representing what a person or
organization has learned over time on which the person or organization has reflected, and designed for presentation
to one or more audiences for a particular rhetorical purpose. (as cited in Barrett, 2005, p. 5)

+ What this definition appears to lack is recognition of the special contribution that is made by
technology. Where awareness of this element is evidenced, some seem satisfied to add the web
to a customary definition: “Electronic portfolios are selective and purposeful collections of
student work made available on the WWW” (CRESST, n.d.). Others, while providing more
extended definitions, similarly restrict them to students (a limitation that is discussed below)
and feature the web aspect: “An ePortfolio is a highly personalized, customizable, web-based
information management system, which allows students to demonstrate individual and
collaborative growth, achievement and learning over time” (LDP, 2003-4, p. 3). A further
dimension is provided by Love, McKean and Gathercole (2004) who not only distinguish between
hard-copy portfolios (usually paper artefacts in a binder) but webfolios and ePortfolios on the
basis the latter is not accessible from the web. This is not, however, in accord with current
common language usage and practice where the emphasis is placed on ‘electronic’. Definitions
of electronic portfolios, as those quoted above, customarily link them directly to the web and
review of current websites shows that webfolios tend to be connected explicitly with electronic
portfolios, which have database-driven dynamic Web sites. While the ePortfolio may reside on a
disc and may be ported on a CD-ROM or DVD, and this may be the preferred method of sharing,
submission or publication, this does not mean that it cannot be developed on, and accessed by,
web-based technologies. As Greenberg (2004) argues, ideally an ePortfolio not only is digital
but is also available on the Internet.

While the definitions of ePortfolios tend to concentrate on the web, this does not
satisfactorily characterise the full extent of the differences. Barrett (1999, 2000) claims
that electronic portfolio development draws on two bodies of literature: multimedia
development (decide, design, develop, evaluate) and portfolio development (collection,
selection, reflection, projection). She argues that for effective ePortfolio development both
processes are complementary and essential. While multimedia may be developed and
delivered within the web environment this is a critical dimension of the ePortfolio that, as
Barrett recognises, goes beyond the technology to important considerations of process
that are further discussed below.

Hence, for the purpose of this paper, an ePortfolio is described as

¢ selective and structured collections of information

» gathered for specific purposes and showing/evidencing one’s accomplishments and growth which
are

« stored digitally and managed by appropriate software

* developed by using appropriate multimedia and customarily within a web environment and

* retrieved from a website, or delivered by CD-ROM or by DVD.

This definition aims to be inclusive. In the context of higher education it does not exclude
staff. If staff are not active participators in the culture and practice of portfolios and, with
ePortfolios, if they do not have a full understanding and appreciation of what is involved
through their own experience, then it is far less likely that their potential will be realised
for the learning of students. Part of the credentialing and credibility of being an educator is



authentic experience. All academic teachers can point to instructive experience with
assignment writing, examinations and so on—far fewer can draw on their experience of
developing portfolios.

Salient differences

Carney’s (2001) doctoral study of preservice teacher portfolios found that there are
significant differences between traditional and web portfolios. While there is a similar
endeavour with similar goals and aspirations, the essential differences lie in the approach
to process and to outcome.

The portfolio is at its most basic when it is simply a scrapbook or even extended
résumeé/curriculum vitae. Not surprisingly, these are the first two levels of Love et al.’s
(2004) five levels of maturation. To move it beyond this the processes of articulating
criteria for selection, revisiting the material and selecting, noting patterns and recognising
apparent anomalies and aberrant areas, highlighting areas of perceived strong significance
and using the best data as evidence are far more readily handled digitally. A system that
allows records to be readily searched and retrieved, manipulated, refined and
(re)organised does far more than reduces effort and time, important though these are. It
leads to, as well as supports, a more comprehensive and more rigorously selected
document and allows extensive material to be (re)worked and (re)considered that would
be normally beyond the paper portfolio. Further, with the incorporation of multimedia,
customary constraints that deny the incorporation of pictures and sound, of animation and
advanced graphic design, are no longer there to inhibit. A mature portfolio evolves, it is
crafted over time and it is developed as a precise fit to purpose and audience.

The key is that students present their learning and reflections over time. Over the course
of the program, they are continually deciding how to best represent themselves to their
instructors, peers and potential employers (ALTec, 2002).

While this is possible with the conventional paper-based portfolio, its probability of
achievement is much greater when underpinned by the undeniably enhanced functionality
of the computer, the web and relevant software.

As far as outcome is concerned, conventional paper-based portfolios have significant
limitations. First is size and, related to this, a predetermined hierarchical structure. Any
reader, for whatever purpose, is likely to be dissuaded by a massive document and,
although they may choose to flick through it and concentrate on areas of their choice,
there is an implied sequence and prioritising. If the portfolio is being sent by courier or
mail, cost implications also arise. In contrast, a portfolio that is accessible by the web, or
is sent as a CD-ROM or DVD, is freed from such constraints. Moreover, it can be accessed
instantly. As Baird’s students at Southeast Missouri State University found:

While the pocket portfolio [on CD or DVD which is becoming increasingly popular] is a relatively new
requirement for graduates of the Technical Graphics program, they have received great reviews. The
students like the ability to include their entire portfolio, in a format that is convenient to carry and

distribute to potential employers. It also allows them the opportunity to showcase their abilities with



new technologies, as well as their creativity in more traditional media (Baird, 2003, 916).

The Careers Service of the University of Pennsylvania (2003) goes so far as to say an electronic portfolio is
“essential” not only when seeking web development and similar jobs but if “you want to demonstrate your technical
& design skills as well as your comfort level with web-based technologies”. They clearly recognise difference.

Access is an important difference that links process and outcome. A recognised hallmark of the mature portfolio is
growth not only over a reasonable period but also in response to feedback. Web ePortfolios allow access to a global
readership that may respond where there are invitations and ready ways to do so. Some commercially available
platforms foreground the seeking of feedback, the evidencing that this has occurred and its further connectivity with
the reflection and growth of the portfolio.

As Batson (2002) avers:

ePortfolio developers are making sure that their platforms can accept the full range of file types and content: text,
graphics, video, audio, photos and animation. The manner in which student work is turned in, commented on, turned
back to students, reviewed in the aggregate over a semester, and certified can be — and is being - deeply altered and
unimaginably extended. (16)

Where, as discussed below, the audience has the capacity to respond appropriately (and, demonstrably, this is not a
given) then, for students from the University of Alaska, the ePortfolio (as distinct from the portfolio) set them apart.
Not only did it allow them to show ‘proof’ of their knowledge, experiences and abilities, but, as students from
Southeast Missouri State University found, it also showed their command of advanced technologies and their
appropriate use (ALTec, 2002).

Communication online is a different experience from reading print. While there are enriched possibilities for
interaction, as through providing feedback, those using the web almost invariably have a considerably reduced
tolerance for the time it takes to download and to find what they are seeking than we would, for instance, when we
are seeking to locate the right book and then, through the index, the right page and the precise reference within it.
Further,

Users of web documents don't just look at information, they interact with it in novel ways that have no precedents in
paper document design. The graphic user interface (GUI) of a computer system comprises the interaction metaphors,
images, and concepts used to convey function and meaning on the computer screen. It also includes the detailed
visual characteristics of every component of the graphic interface and the functional sequence of interactions over
time that produce the characteristic look and feel of Web pages and hypertext linked relations. Graphic design and
visual "signature" graphics are not used simply to enliven Web pages — graphics are integral to the user's
experience.... In interactive documents graphic design cannot be separated from issues of interface design. (Lynch &
Horton, 2004, 91)

Usability heuristics (see, e.g., National Cancer Institute, n.d.) and the numerous stages of presenting an ePortfolio
reinforce the point that skills of a different type and a different order are required to produce a satisfying mature
electronic portfolio.

The ‘mature’ ePortfolio

As Love et al. (2004) so correctly contend, “"The promise webfolios hold - a richer educational experience for all -
will not be realized ... unless educators embrace webfolio concepts and apply them at the highest level of
maturation” (§1).

Hence, the first step in achieving the potential of ePortfolios is to have a mature sense of what an ePortfolio is, can
be and should be. As with any discrete element, it is how it is used - the context in which it is placed - that
becomes its defining characteristic. If it seen as an additive, a nice extra, if it is not integrated into the whole
learning process, it is highly unlikely to achieve its potential in shaping the entire approach to learning. As Tosh and
Werdmuller (2004) recognise, “"One thing is certain: if ePortfolios are viewed as a new, separate entity as opposed
to an integrated part of one’s learning experience, they may never fulfil their potential, becoming a tool that alters
learning pedagogy” (p. 9)



Love et al. (2004) provide useful tables and discussion about their designated five levels of maturation:
scrapbook, curriculum vitae, curriculum collaboration between student and faculty, mentoring leading to mastery
and authentic evidence as the authoritative evidence for assessment, evaluation and reporting. Their work has the
strength of setting the ePortfolio in its context, an issue that should be stressed. Their characterising of the mature
portfolio (level 5) is a useful illustration of how essential it is to integrate it with the institution and, where
appropriate, the wider community.

At level 5, webfolios are organized by curricular requirements and electives or by standards established by a cadre of
educators or the institution. Students generate portals for displaying work samples and achievements within the

same curricular structure or institutional standard. In addition, educators link standards, departmental goals, and
other descriptors — such as higher-order thinking taxonomies — to specific webfolio items, including student-
generated work samples and achievements. Level 5 webfolios allow multiple opportunities for students to receive
feedback from mentors and educators and to redeem their work. (pp. 9—10)

What, then, is required for the actual ePortfolio? The following summary (see Table 1) has been drawn from the
literature (see, for example, Barrett, 1999, 2000; and Vandervelde, 2004) and from experience.

The shaded section of the table deals specifically with electronic portfolios. While the unshaded section of the table
relates to all portfolios, the functionality of an ePortfolio enhances the ability to select and edit material, and to
interact with others. The interrelated nature of a mature ePortfolio is facilitated digitally, especially through the
web, for as a technology and an interface, there is an ease in assembling, (re)organising and integrating narrative
captions as links (Bitter & Pierson, 2005).

A primitive ePortfolio is simply a collection of artefacts that has no coherence beyond the fact that the person
responsible for the collection considered they were worth archiving. Stone (1998) recognises that the methods of
selecting items in terms of their relevance is an important part of the development of the portfolio and the use of
databases allows efficient sorting and clustering as well as facilitating comparison over time. It is, as Wiske (2005)
reminds us, inherently linked with reflection: “Usually, reflection requires representing experience in some way,
often with language but perhaps nonlinguistically, with images or video, or in music or dance, or with gesture.
Representing experience entails selecting aspects of experience, relating them, and expressing them...” (p. 104).

The concept of the portfolio as a ‘reflective tool’ has been clearly identified (see, e.g., Barrett, 1999, 2000; Paulson,
Paulson, & Meyer, 1991). A mature ePortfolio offers ways of making meaning from information through reflection (
Cambridge, quoted in LDP, 2003-2004). In its ePortfolio Report (LDP, 2003-2004) the University of Berkeley
concluded that it was the practice of reflection (with social construction) that represented the “key rationale for
implementing ePortfolios for students and specifically address(ed) the manner in which the information age has
changed human ecology”. This report quoted an AAHE self-reported survey of 51 universities and colleges that
currently implement ePortfolios and found reflection to be the highest primary purpose listed (36%).

Table 1: A checklist for a mature ePortfolio
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While reflection is a recognised attribute of the mature ePortfolio, what is more challenging for educators, is how
that reflection is fostered and recognised. As Brookfield (1995) writes, "Waxing rhapsodic about the benefits of
critically reflective teaching is of limited use unless we have a specific focus on how it actually happens” (p. 28).
While his context is that of teaching, his contention is apposite here. Wiske (2005, p. 104) usefully defines reflection
as a process of standing back from experience and examining it in ways that generate meaningful knowledge. While
this can be accomplished alone, input from peers and mentors is likely to enhance the reflection process. In this
regard digital portfolios can be more readily and widely accessed than their paper-based counterparts.

Key requirements for achieving the potential of ePortfolios

If ePortfolios are to achieve their potential in the higher education context they require skilful integration with
curriculum, for students, with review and promotion for staff, and with personal growth and career aspirations for
both. How difficult this is in reality can be quickly demonstrated by considering one aspect for students and one for
staff.

For students

If we accept that the mature ePortfolio evolves, that it will be refined and reshaped in response to growth and
opportunity and for specific purposes, then restricting it, as so frequently is the case, to a few opportunities added
to one subject/unit for one semester for a few students presents it in a basic, immature sense. To take it beyond
this requires considerable change. First, the curriculum (probably including assessment as this is the known driver
for student participation) needs to incorporate portfolios in a purposeful way. Second, students need to see this as
part of their holistic growth, so some connectivity with portfolios should be made across their entire program. This
requires understanding of what is involved by much more than one isolated enthusiast within a Faculty: it requires a



Faculty, or at least a recognised area, to embrace the concept and its values. As Love and Cooper (2004) contend,
“Portfolios are complex educational tools that require full integration into carefully crafted course designs” (p. 66).
But, even if this happened, it would not be enough when we are considering ePortfolios. Our experience (Challis et
al., 2003) has shown that students will not engage with ePortfolios unless they have some confidence that the
system they are using will be accessible in the long-term, and that includes when they have left the institution. If
they are to fully engage, they (and the same is true for staff) want to be able to access their portfolio at other
times, in other places and for different purposes. While they can archive it by using CD-ROM or DVD, if they are
accustomed to the functionality of a specific platform this is a major deterrent to uptake beyond that which is
enforced. In this regard web-based portfolios promote seamless access by eliminating software and platform
incompatibilities when ePortfolios are created with multiple authoring tools (Bitter & Pierson, 2005).

If the portfolio is to have the characteristics delineated above, those developing and reviewing them need to have
an informed base. Yet it is a common complaint (see, e.g., Ramsden, 2003) that there is insufficient time to carry
through all the complex duties and demands of a lecturer without adding ‘training’ in the pedagogy of portfolios and
the related software. There is also common complaint that there is not enough time within the semester to teach
the perceived core elements of the discipline. In practice, then, taking time to learn about and then explain the
dimensions of a mature portfolio, carefully integrate it into a reconsidered and accredited curriculum, then provide
formative feedback as well as possibly summative assessment are all unlikely to happen unless there is a
fundamental commitment and appreciation of what the ePortfolio will contribute to the students’ learning and,
probably, career opportunities. If it happens without this very real underpinning it will almost certainly not have the
outcomes that are desired and so, in turn, reaction may change from a neutral, possibly positive stance by both
staff and students to negativity. In this regard, Batson (2002) referred to the experience of one unidentified campus
where 100 per cent of the staff teaching a program adopted ePortfolios but “students may not see the value
because the faculty have not re-thought their courses to accommodate electronic portfolios.” He concluded that
“unless they do, the standards initiative in that program may be undermined.”

For staff

Turning to staff, our experience when portfolios were introduced to the University as part of the promotions process
revealed variable understanding by those compiling and those reviewing of what was involved and differing views of
what was desirable. Most staff have no experience of compiling a portfolio. In some disciplines, and for some
cultures, the practice of reflection that is so fundamental is quite alien. Our experience (Challis, 2003) suggests that
portfolio writing tends to suit those involved in the more discursive disciplines and who have developed skills in
English language writing. Of special note was the fact that portfolios that revealed insight into less-than-ideal
situations, even when they were accompanied by carefully thought through strategies that clearly evidenced growth
and improved student feedback, were dismissed as “not up to it” as they showed weakness. At this stage
conventional paper-based portfolios were what was anticipated and provided and it was of concern to observe that
in one instance a CD-ROM that accompanied the portfolio was readily dismissed. This is similar to an anecdotal
report posted on the web:

The first question that faculty ask about e-portfolios—as we found in recent workshops—is “how do I print this?”
Promotion and Tenure committees don’t take electronic submissions ... (Michelle’s weblog, 2004).

In a similar context, using ePortfolios when seeking employment, the University of California-Riverside’s Graduate
School of Education found that the barrier at the moment was “that people aren’t really ready to do it. The process
just doesn’t seem to allow much time for viewing the contents of ePortfolios” (Reilly, quoted in Sloan Consortium,
2003). Although there is demonstrated adoption of ePortfolios, as with California moving towards this model for
granting teaching credentials, Reilly (2003) claims that his experiences indicate that “considerable preparation and
changes in existing practices in credential programs will be required if [this] is to develop into a tool for authentic
assessment” with the most important barriers to change being not “the new technologies, but the old practices”.

Further, despite encouragement to participate in an early trial of ePortfolios, not one staff member at Deakin was
prepared to make what they considered an additional effort to work in a different environment, especially as it was
improbable they could access anything they completed after the trial was ended. Where staff have a considerable
collection of paper-based material, even if they are accustomed to using computers for word-processing,
communication and routinely search the web, it is a significant mind shift to work electronically in terms of capturing



evidence and most have neither the skills nor interest to digitise such material. Even where portfolios were carefully
explained and discussed, integrated into a program and sensitively reviewed within a negotiated space, as we found
when they were part of our University’s Induction/Orientation program from 2001-2003, this did not ensure success.
The pressures of normative academic work can quite readily become a rationalisation for failure to devote time to
portfolios. If a significant number of new staff did not complete portfolios when they were mandated (8 of 45 in
2001, 9 of 42 in 2002 and 6 of 33 in 2003, the final year this program was offered), and many others completed the
requirement in a minimalist way that would not satisfy the requirements of a mature portfolio identified above, how
less likely is committed involvement when this is entirely optional, when there is little security in how the portfolio
will be reviewed, where there is uncertainty of purpose and outcome, and when the additional layers of an electronic
portfolio are introduced?

Technical issues

Vendors of related software, as well as those who market ePortfolio platforms, understandably privilege access to
the technology, stressing the ease with which items can be incorporated within an audio and video enhanced
environment. This is an important element. If the tool is not reasonably intuitive and readily available it is far less
likely to be accessed. Moreover, it is the incorporation of such multimedia devices that enables the richness of the
artefact. The problem occurs when the technology(ies), the tool(s) become the entirety of the exercise and concern
with the presentation, rather than the process, the gloss and the gimmick, rather than the content, dominates the
attention of the person developing and producing the portfolio and the person reviewing it. Unless the person
preparing the portfolio understands the need to use the captured data in a meaningful way and can provide the
thoughtful interpretation and contextualisation, the result will inevitably be disappointing.

If ePortfolios are seen in their broadest context and as a life-long activity the situation becomes more fraught.
Managing that volume of data, ensuring accessibility coupled with standard integration are essential issues to
address. There are also issues of security and related ones of certification/verification of data as well as
copyright/intellectual property. Institutions, such as universities, are justifiably concerned by what visual images
and so on are posted on Internet sites and privacy issues are important considerations. In a world of hackers and
litigation these are not to be dismissed lightly. It is of note that the fifth annual EDUCAUSE survey of current IT
issues (Spicer et al., 2004) found that security and identity management not only remained in the top-ten issues for
all measures (strategic importance, growing in significance, demanding the campus IT leader’s time and expenditure
of human and fiscal resources) but, with terrorism, viruses and denial of service attacks it had “risen dramatically in
the last (resource consumption) category—from eighth in 2003 to third in 2004".

Conclusion

EPortfolios have much to offer the higher education sector as the summary of their possible roles provided at the
start of this paper indicates. It is readily apparent from such key indicators as the plethora of websites devoted to
the subject, vendor commitment, documented initiatives by governments and within the higher education sector, a
developing academic literature and even conferences devoted to the subject, that there is considerable interest in
ePortfolios. It is, however, a very different thing to find substantive material about the actual use of ePortfolios in
the higher education sector in a mature and systematic way. In this regard, ePortfolios are not alone. Maddux and
Cummings (2004), for instance, expose and evidence the weak role of research and theory in information technology
in education. They quote Grossen who claims that “research currently plays an extraordinarily weak role in
educational decision-making” and that “cited research often is not research at all, but merely published opinion” (pp.
515, 517). This seems representative of much of the literature of the higher education sector concerned with
ePortfolios. Carney’s (2004) annotated bibliography of the empirical electronic portfolio literature is, without
exception, restricted to K-12 and teacher education and in her most recent publication (2005) she restates concerns
regarding the paucity of rigorous research on the efficacy of portfolios. Maddux and Cummings (2004) consider that
the jury is still out regarding the fate of electronic portfolios which, like other ‘fads’, are susceptible to disrepute and
abandonment. Carney (2005), who also quotes Maddux and Cummings, concludes similarly:

Electronic portfolios show promise for enhancing learning, but if we fail to critically evaluate our uses of the device,
we may find that they will go the way of Papert’s Logo turtles and become yet one more educational fad —an
innovation poorly understood and often implemented in ways contrary to its theoretical underpinnings. (p. 4)

From what research there is, Love and Cooper (2004) conclude that "most online portfolio systems fall significantly



short of their potential” (p. 65). They found in the majority of instances of online portfolios they reviewed that they
consisted “only of a single essay, project report or term paper presented as a web-based electronic facsimile of a
conventional document” (p. 78) — a far cry from a mature ePortfolio as delineated here. While more examples of
higher education use are being disseminated each quarter (see, e.g., EDUCAUSE, 2005), as Murphy (2003) points
out, “The operative word here is ‘potential’ as e-portfolios are still in their infancy and have not yet proven to have
a transformational impact on higher education. In fact, they are in very limited use on ...campuses” (  5)

However, as Greenberg (2004), for instance, reminds us, entry tertiary students come with experience with
ongoing, self-directed learning. Moreover, they are accustomed to communicating and interacting online, using basic
applications programs and multimedia. Increasingly they come from schools where electronic portfolios are part of
their learning and personal development. Hence, as Greenberg suggests, ePortfolios may well provide a starting
point for the type of learning communities that higher education needs to offer its future students.

Although, as Bates and Poole (2003) argue, technology should not drive our teaching, it does drive change as we
rethink pedagogy and achieve previously unreachable learning goals. However, as they caution, “usually with
technology it is three steps forward and two steps back” (p. 282). EPortfolios are an exciting possibility, but they are
a possibility, not yet a proven product. There is clearly a need for rigorous research and also for that research to be
translated into practice. There is a need to recognise and deal with the complexity of disparate elements as
ePortfolios are integrated into curriculum and culture. Fundamentally, those who are concerned with the education
of tertiary students need to be informed about what ePortfolios entail for students, staff and the institution before
major commitments of any sort are made. Educators need to be open to the promise but aware of the implications
for their adoption.
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